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    Foreword


    Kamakura is a small town some 50 kilometers south of Tōkyō whose history and charm make it one of the must-sees of Japan. You can get there from the capital in under an hour, visit a couple of temples or shrines, take a look at the iconic Great Buddha, do some shopping, have an ice-cream, and still be back at your Tōkyō hotel in time to have a shower and be ready for dinner.


    In fact, that’s what most, if not all, tourists do. Both Japanese and foreigners who visit the town rarely choose to spend more than an afternoon there, a reality reflected by the fact that by six in the evening Kamakura’s streets are almost empty. Hotels in Kamakura, moreover, are surprisingly few.


    And what a shame that is, because Kamakura is much more than an afternoon’s casual walkabout.


    This former de facto capital of Japan has an amazing story to tell. In just twenty years the Seiwa Genji, the most powerful branch of the great Minamoto clan, spectacularly rose to power, founded Japan’s first shogunate, and then not only fell but vanished under circumstances reminiscent of a Shakespearean tragedy or a Hollywood movie. A brother against his brothers, a mother against her sons and her father, entire clans annihilated, and more, all in the pursuit of power.


    That incredible saga, with its heroes and villains, is an integral part of Japan’s colorful history and constitutes the foundation of Kamakura’s legend. It forms the background and the inspiration for all kinds of works of both fine art and cheap entertainment, from medieval books, epic poems, and paintings to today’s manga, anime, and TV dramas. Even Kamakura’s main river, the Namerigawa, just 7 kilometers long and hardly memorable, is well known to Kabuki fans because it appears in some famous plays.


    Why This Book?


    When I arrived in what is nicknamed the City of Warriors, I knew nothing about Kamakura. However, I was soon mesmerized by its past and by the simple fact of living here, where so many wonderful and ghastly things happened. I found myself spending many hours poring over books, dictionaries, and essays that I never thought would interest me. On weekends I visited temples and shrines to learn as much as I could. I ended up understanding better the country that I have been calling home for most of my life. Thanks to Kamakura, I could see a new, much wider and much more interesting horizon.


    Now, years later, I am releasing this guide, the most recent in a long series that covers approximately the same ground. Why another one? Well, in the past few decades our understanding of Japan's past has changed considerably, and Kamakura’s history in English badly needs a retelling.


    The three factors that have emerged and that are the raison d'être of this guide are:


    First and foremost, recent research has made it clear that Japanese Buddhism and kami worship (animism) were de facto a single religious system until their forcible separation in 1868, and, despite appearances to the contrary, they still are. In fact, even today Buddhism and the new religion of Shintō, the daughter of kami worship, are so tied to each other that describing them separately is not possible. All this may seem academic, but its ripple effects reach important and unexpected corners.


    Second, the separation of Buddhism from kami worship imposed by the Meiji government in 1868 to bring Shintō into existence was an extremely destructive and painful event that permanently damaged Japan's cultural heritage. Much of what survived that disaster was destroyed by another, the Great Kantō Earthquake of 1923. Amazingly, most Japanese know well the second catastrophe but have never even heard of the first.


    Third, part of what is commonly believed to be Kamakura's past (for example ) is a fabrication by Tokugawa Mitsukuni, known to the Japanese as Mito Kōmon. Mitsukuni is the man who wrote the first and undoubtedly seminal guide to Kamakura, the Shinpen Kamakurashi ("New Guide to Kamakura"). I believe Kamakura does not need his creative advertising.Kamakura's Seven Entrances


    So here it is, warts and all. If here and there this book feels like the work of an amateur, it is because I am. I am not a scholar, a writer or a photographer. However, these pages contain the discoveries I have made during the past 10 years. This is the guide I wish I had when I arrived in Kamakura, and this is why I wrote it, for others to use. It is not for the casual reader, but I think it will find its place in the hands of people who think like me.


    It is far from perfect, but, for a project of this complexity, it’s as good as I could make it while working full time. Lord knows I tried hard. Time to let it go.


    I will be grateful to those who tell me about any mistake they find. I will include their contributions in the next update.


    Frank


    Chapters


    Chapter 1, The Road to Japan, is about me. Feel free to skip it.


    Chapter 2, The Courses is, in a sense, the heart of the book. It describes five itineraries, each enough for a day trip. It contains links to all temples, shrines and other locations in the guide, introducing them in a logical manner, and it is all you will need in the field.


    , contains the articles the links in the guide point to. I encourage you to go there to read all or one of the articles.Chapter 3, Places


    , describes the saga of the Minamoto and the history of Japan’s first samurai government, events not only necessary to understanding and enjoying much of what you will see but also highly entertaining. There is also a timeline for those who are in a rush. Its last section, Tokugawa Mitsukuni’s Kamakura, describes the impact a 16th century book has had on the town and its image.Chapter 4, History of Kamakura


    , describes the basic ideas behind Japanese architecture—so distant from Western ones.Chapter 5, Traditional Architecture


    , describes the complex ties between Japanese animism, Shintō and Japanese Buddhism, not the same yet not altogether separate.Chapter 6, Religion in Japan


    , explains how the figures portrayed in religious paintings and statues can be identified and interpreted. I believe this may make your visits more enjoyable and make you feel more at home.Chapter 7, Religious Art


    , consists of a database of addresses, phone numbers, and more.Chapter 8, Additional Information


  Notes On The Book


  Images


  To make this book economically viable, all the images that were not essential to illustrate the text have been moved online, to Google Maps’ servers. You will find links to the galleries where needed.


  This book uses the following conventions.


  Text


  Japanese personal names are given in the traditional order, last name first. After the complete name’s first appearance—for example Tokugawa Ieyasu—the last name is dropped and only the first (Ieyasu) is used, as is traditional.


  Japanese words that have not become part of English should be marked by italics, but in a book with so many of them the idea did not seem practical.


  Capitalization is used only for proper names.


  Buddha or buddha? The two are NOT equivalent. Buddha stands for the historical Buddha, Siddhārtha Gautama, while a buddha is someone who has reached enlightenment. In Japanese, a nyorai. For details, see the section .nyorai


  Wikipedia


  Wikipedia support, provided by the Kindle operating system, is available everywhere. Just select the word that interests you and tap to display its Wikipedia definition.


  Glossary


  A glossary, available through the table of contents, explains words you may not know and may come in handy when Wikipedia is out of reach. It is meant of course to be consulted rather than read.


  Pronouncing Japanese


  Each of the five Japanese vowels is pronounced with a distinct and unvarying sound. Read the letter a as in ah, i as in feet, u as in super, e as in bed, and o as in so. The following mnemonic device might prove handy: Ah, he too let go.


  The Japanese are regularly made fun of because of their inability to tell the difference between an r and an l, yet we are just as incapable of making the distinction between long and short vowels, in Japanese far, far more important. As any nonnative speaker of Japanese knows, if the Japanese do not understand what you are saying, the problem is usually a vocal of wrong length. Pronouncing these sounds correctly is therefore crucial.


  In Japanese, a double vowel is voiced for twice as long as a single one. Tōkyō is pronounced Tookyoo. Japanese has only three double vowels, of which only two (ō and ū) take a macron (the line above the letter).


  Chapter One - The Road to Japan
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    A few words about me and this book, so you know where we come from. 
This is where the long trail began.

  


    From Venice to Tōkyō


    I have spent in Japan 35 consecutive years, and Tōkyō is by far the city where I have lived longest.


    I marvel at how destiny brought someone like me, who grew up in the Venetian countryside, to spend his life in Japan and be more at home in the Far East than where he was born. After all this time away, when I am “home” people’s faces look the same, their skin odd, and their noses way too long.


    Yet, for most of the time that I have been here I did not feel any sense of belonging. On the contrary, I strongly felt that I was losing the battle: I just didn’t fit in and perhaps I should go home.


    But where is home? Does it make sense for someone like me to call any place “home?” The truth is that, like Urashima Tarō, I am an alien both here and there.


    If I don’t know where home is, of one thing I am certain. Since the day I first landed in Narita I have been sure that coming to Japan was destiny and that I was meant to be here. The sense of order and of community, the respect for people’s property, the mutual concern, and the great creativity of the Japanese appealed to me immediately. In spite of the enormous cultural differences, some insurmountable, I thought those were exactly the characteristics I had been looking for all along.


    Later, of course, I learned that I was wrong, but for the first few years, I thought Japan was paradise.


    A trail of events seems to lead directly to where I am now, Kamakura.


    My first memory relating to Japan goes back 45 years, to when, as an adolescent, someone told me there was a Japanese woman dressed in a kimono in a nearby jewelry shop. We ran to the shop, and indeed she was there, a young woman with her hair cut short.


    I stared at her for a long time as she made great quantities of what I now know are paper cranes. I have no idea of what she was doing dressed like that in a jewelry shop in a small Italian town. She was probably meant as an attraction. She sure attracted me. Her neatness, the sharp lines of her kimono, her origami skills… I wondered what her country was like.


    When the first digital watches appeared, years later, they were also Japanese, and again I wondered about their country of origin. Where did the familiar-looking object at my wrist come from? What unimaginable, exotic places had it passed through before coming into my hands?


    That was the time when the Japanese economy was taking off, and the mystery of Japan’s technological strength begged explanation. I saw on TV Fukuda Takeo meet his counterparts at a G7 meeting, and I asked myself why he was the only non-Caucasian among them. In stature too he stood out, as his counterparts were far taller than he. I wondered why the Japanese, and only the Japanese among non-Caucasians, had so much technology? How could a country modernize so quickly?


    Actually going to see Japan to find out was then inconceivable, tantamount to flying to the moon. It didn’t even cross my mind, but the seed was planted, and the idea to go would soon come.


    I think all those who spend most of their life embedded in a foreign culture felt like foreigners in the country of their birth too. Most of the time the stork lands in the right spot, so the child puts solid roots into the ground, develops an intense love for the small corner of the world he was born in, grows up believing it is the best in the world, prospers, and never moves.


    Sometimes, however, the process fails, and someone is born without a sense of belonging. This was my case, and that is why I left, and could resettle so easily in my new home in Japan. I was a stranger the day I was born, and a vague but painful feeling of being out of my element has been a constant in my life. Initially, somehow this didn’t translate into a desire to leave, and as a young adult I had never been abroad.


    My year of destiny was 1977. I was a 23-year-old student living with two guys my age in Padua, the city where Galileo Galilei discovered the principle of the pendulum. It’s a gorgeous town; one of the most beautiful I have ever seen.


    One afternoon, I was going somewhere when a backpacker, blond and blue-eyed, sporting a huge handlebar mustache, asked in English where he could find a youth hostel.


    I used the few words I knew of that language to tell him he was welcome to camp in my kitchen, if he wanted. He jumped at the opportunity, and I am glad he did, because that man from California was the first and most important steppingstone on my way to Japan.


    Jim Thompson seemed to me the strangest, most colorful, most exotic creature I had ever run into. He had never seen snow but knew Mexico well, and those two oddities alone were enough to trigger my imagination. Through his tales of illegal immigrants, Los Angeles highways, big cars, and Vietnam War protests he made me aware of the existence of other worlds that existed but I didn’t know a thing about. I never tired of listening to his stories because they confirmed that my reality wasn’t the only one, and I absolutely wanted to see others.


    He ended up sleeping in my kitchen for almost a year. Soon my English was reasonable, and a few months after Jim left I flew to LA to see him.


    The plane was very late, and we touched ground at 4 in the morning. When I had boarded in Zurich it had been winter. Before takeoff I had seen black swans swimming in a beautiful lake as the snow fell. Walking out of the aircraft’s door just hours later I could feel the intense heat of Southern California and glimpsed palm trees against the horizon. People of different color and size walked about, and I was amazed at how everyone there could speak English so well.


    I had discovered that an airliner’s door works magic. You never know what’s going to happen when it opens, but it is something nice. It’s just like cartoon character Doraemon’s door, with the difference that it’s real.


    I knew that I had found my calling, and I never seriously thought about going back “home” for good. I like the feeling of being a fish out of the water. It may be lonely, but it is never boring.


    The next few years, I did lots of plane hopping. Never thought of settling down anywhere, though.


    Then a friend offered me a job that promised to pay fabulously well: assembling prefabricated buildings in the Libyan desert would guarantee me an annual income almost five times my father’s. I accepted and went. Given Muammar Gaddafi’s reputation and the fact that I would need, as in most Arab states, a visa not only to enter but also to leave I was a bit apprehensive, but the pull of Africa was strong.


    Arriving in Tripoli by plane was electrifying. Libya was like a beach of red sand extending as far as the eye could see. No grass, no trees, no roads, no cities, no people—Just emptiness. We are talking about a country twice the size of Japan but with a population of just 6.5 million, almost all of them in two cities: Tripoli and Benghazi. With practically no rainfall and no perennial rivers, Libya is able to support only a tiny population.


    And it was hot, so hot that a pair of jeans just washed would be dry within minutes. We nonetheless worked in the sun, our bodies white from the salt we perspired. Generators periodically needed a bucket of water thrown directly at their huge radiators to cool them off, and most of it would vaporize instantly with a loud sound. We took a break only when temperatures rose above 45°C.


    Incidentally, those temperatures were easier to bear than any Japanese summer. Desert air is dry and crisp, and you never feel that sense of suffocation you have to withstand here in Japan.


    Finished with Libya, I found another job that paid even better. There was a catch, of course. We would have to work in Baghdad, Iraq. Always an unpleasant place because of its horrible summers, with temperatures of 45 °C and more, now it was also less than 100 kilometers from the Iran-Iraq War front line.


    I nevertheless took the opportunity immediately and never heard a single gunshot. Just occasionally, rows of tanks would pass by in the direction of the front, and that is all I saw of that long war.


    In any event, Baghdad obviously was not a place where I could stay long. As soon as I had some money stashed away, I took a vacation with the intention of going somewhere really far, not in kilometers, but culture. Having quickly shortened the list to Brazil and Japan, I chose you-know-what.


    Back then, Japan was not a place many people went to. I didn’t know anyone who had seen it. I didn’t even know anyone who knew someone who had seen it. In the pre-Internet era and with no guidebooks around, taking that first flight to Tōkyō felt like plunging into the dark.


    Soviet Siberia being closed to air traffic, I flew the southern route and made stopovers in Cairo, Karachi, Bangkok, and Manila. On July 8, 1982, after an interminable flight, I landed in Narita.


    At the airport, I immediately put myself under the protective wings of an Israeli girl who, unlike me, knew exactly what she was doing, and in a few hours I was resting at the Mickey House, a guesthouse in Kami-Itabashi, Tōkyō. It was an old company dorm kept in a spic and span condition by Kurokawa Sanae. Nicknamed Saki, this man (yes, Sanae is a woman’s name, but he was a man) was someone I came quickly to like a lot.


    The tatami, the absence of chairs, and the strange, lovely melody that filled the air at five every evening fascinated me. I didn’t know it at the time, but there was a school a few blocks away, and the chime was telling children to go home.


    Japan had a big impact on me partly because it was everything Italy was not. I couldn't believe how functional, safe, and efficient it was. Things like bureaucracy, which in Italy take forever, here were a matter of minutes. The language and the writing system were another powerful factor in making me stay.


    Besides, it seemed the most cosmopolitan place I had ever seen. Just consider that I was living in a dorm with people from Japan, Gabon, the United States, Canada, and Nepal.


    For someone like me, who came from a 70,000 person town, Tōkyō, and particularly Studio Alta and Ginza, were beyond exciting. I loved Tōkyō. I still do. It has all the advantages of a big metropolis without the problems.


    Japan


    In 1983, I started attending a three-year intensive course of Japanese at the Waseda University Language Laboratory. The curriculum was very tough—four hours a day of Japanese, six days a week. Being the only European in a class of Chinese and Korean students was fascinating but hard, because everybody but me was familiar since childhood with Chinese characters.


    But it was also useful, because it was then that my image of the Japanese started to form. I saw with my eyes that Japanese are different. For the three years the course lasted, I and our teacher would spend the first 20 minutes alone, waiting for everyone else to arrive.


    Fifty years after Japan emerged as the only country outside Europe and North America to become a world power and thirty years after my graduation from Waseda, its unique position has endured, and my early impression of the Japanese has proven correct.


    The Japanese are still the odd men out and the sole producers in the world of all kinds of advanced products. The unavoidable question of why the Japanese, and only the Japanese among the non-Caucasian, could industrialize so quickly is an old one.


    The answer lies, I believe, in advanced metallurgy, plus familiarity with the concepts of modularity, standardization, and mass production. And then, of course, there is Japan’s educated and disciplined population.


    Modularity, the sister of standardization and the mother of mass production, is an invention attributed to the Japanese. Think of tatami, one the oldest examples of a module. As it often happens with Japanese ideas, viewing the tatami as a module is so unusual as to strike you at first sight as absurd. Yet a more careful analysis reveals tatami’s numerous advantages. If you build a house around tatami you can standardize all components by multiples of a unit of measure called shaku.


    These technologies existed in Japan before they did in Europe, and when the Industrial Revolution arrived in Japan it was still young even in England, where it was born, so it is not so strange that the Japanese industrialized so quickly.


    But the deeper question is what made the Japanese so different. I personally don’t know. They like to compare themselves to the Germans, but this is not a good comparison. Besides a strong industry, Germans have a long tradition of philosophy and self-doubt. The search for truth is important to them. The average Japanese rarely, if ever, pays attention to that kind of issue, and probably does not even believe that truth exists.


    They also like to compare themselves to the British, but the comparison is valid only superficially.


    For me, the Japanese are primarily artisans, and exceptionally good ones at that. They not only make high-quality products, they make them in innovative ways. Every time I see a present wrapped in paper the traditional way I am reminded of what the hands of the Japanese are capable of.


    Typically, the object to be wrapped is put not in the center of the sheet, as it would be in most other parts of the world, but in a corner. Considering the perfection of the end result, the steps that follow must have a logic, but this logic is all but impossible to see.


    The efficiency with which even such a trivial task is performed belies the idea that the skills of old Japan are gone.


    Traditional crafts are disappearing, that’s true, but the associated skills, often mourned as gone by many in the East and in the West, are alive and well. When I read that many centuries ago the Japanese imported the red paper lantern from China and made it foldable, I couldn’t help a smile. They were already what they are today, I thought. Take something made elsewhere and make it small, more convenient, stronger, and if possible cheaper. It was paper lanterns and bonsai then, it’s transistors and assorted electronics now.


    It’s because they are so concrete and practical that Japanese tend to improve other people's ideas rather than create ex novo. The traditional edge of their industry has always been the laboratory rather than abstract research. This is what has allowed them to turn many foreign ideas, just-in-time production and CDs among them, into products.


    And they are intensely original. They often do the opposite of what others have done and, looking carefully, their way usually makes better sense. Take their carpenter tools, that these days are becoming popular in the West too. Japanese handsaws cut when you pull, Western ones when you push. The difference seems insignificant until you realize that, to keep it from bending when pushed, the blade must be large and thick. The blade of a Japanese saw is always under tension. It therefore can be extremely thin, allowing hairline cuts impossible with a western saw.


    The tool itself can be lighter and is thus less tiring to use. There are other advantages, but let’s stop here. A simple idea, but with far-reaching consequences.


    But it's not paradise


    Finished the intensive language course, I found a lucrative job as a technical translator, and by 1986 I was all set. I spoke reasonable Japanese, I had a house, a job, a much-loved cat, and a working visa.


    My relationship with the Japanese, however, remained distant, partly because they were just one nationality among the many around me. I, who had always lived in a provincial town far smaller than any one of Tōkyō’s 21 districts, a place where people turned their head if they heard someone speak French, spent my evenings with men and women from all continents, and I loved that.


    Sometimes I would go to dinner with friends, and no two people would be from the same country. I spoke Japanese occasionally, mostly for work, but in the end I preferred the company of foreigners. In a sense, my life in Japan was a failure because I really wasn’t in Japan at all.


    I wasn’t the only one. I would say most foreigners of my generation never truly entered Japanese society. The reasons are many but, if I were to choose the most important it would be language. Speaking and reading the local language is anywhere a prerequisite for feeling at home, and Japanese, complex, highly irregular and unusual in structure as it is, poses a tremendous obstacle.


    I understand now that it was unrealistic of me to expect acceptance when I hardly spoke Japanese. Would a Japanese who spoke no Italian be able to participate in Italian life? Of course not.


    However, another barrier confronts you even if you overcome the language barrier: culture. The culture of China, on Japan’s doorstep, is infinitely closer to European culture than the Japanese. Cities have squares, streets with names and numbers, houses made of stone, with tiled floors and equipped with chairs, tables and beds. None of these things exists in Japan.


    Also, Chinese and European etiquette is less distant. Japanese behavior in public places is alien to us. The country’s cities and houses are also structured differently, something that I believe has an enormous impact on people’s lives. In Europe and China there is always a clearly marked place where people can meet, usually a square lined with shops, bars, and restaurants.


    Making new friends there is easy because everybody is standing, free to mix with the crowd. Sometimes you have a particularly good time, and you exchange phone numbers. Sooner or later you meet again and become real friends. In Japan that doesn’t work. There are no squares, other than near a station, and bars almost always have tables, which isolate groups from one another.


    Europeans do not shy from spontaneously meet in pairs, and this is why all bars in Europe have counters rather than tables. Japanese meet mostly at carefully planned events. This makes it hard to make new friends and to learn new things.


    I like the honesty, reliability, neatness and kindness of the Japanese. I like what they do with their hands, their artisanship. But their reluctance to openly say things they believe you won’t like is infuriating, because it makes it difficult or all but impossible to understand what is going on. To hide unpleasant realities they sometimes deliberately say things that are not true. My wife does this.


    I like lasagna and I always assumed that she did too. Yet, every time I proposed to make some (I am the cook in our household) she had some reason why she couldn’t eat it. I took what she told me at face value until one day when we were spending time with friends.


    Our guests were saying that they liked lasagna but found it heavy and greasy. My wife, to my surprise, immediately and forcefully agreed. She added that she preferred not to have any because it was fattening.


    When I complained that she should have told me, she became red as a beet, and said she had felt sorry for me. Frankly, it hurts more to discover that for years the truth had been hidden from me.


    This is part of the strong desire the Japanese have to avoid fights. Fights, however, can be salutary for a relationship if they help mutual understanding.


    Another thing that irks me is the narcissism of the Japanese. TV programs that praise Japan are popular here. News programs often focus on local trivia while all but ignoring events of biblical proportions abroad.


    Kamakura


	
    [image: 00020] 
	


    The linguistic and cultural obstacles I described almost defeated me and I lived, to a certain extent, at the margins of Japanese society—until I moved to Kamakura. That action opened Aldous Huxley’s famous “doors of perception.” Kamakura would completely change my relationship with the Japanese. Why I am not entirely sure, but that it did is a fact.


    In 2001, after 20 years in Japan, I decided it was time to take a risk, and apply for permanent residence. At the immigration office, I was asked why I had waited so long. To my great surprise and relief, I received confirmation of my permanent residency in a couple of months.


    The right to stay indefinitely changed me much more than I had expected. Now that I knew I could stay as long as I wished and could plan my future without fear I decided to buy a house. Kamakura was cheap compared to Tōkyō, and had a beach, so I bought a house there.
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    At this point, all I was interested in was the sea and the greenery. Besides having a long and beautiful beach, the town has also low but steep hills that are great for hiking. This is a rare mix, made even more attractive by the relative absence of the cheaply built housing that makes so much of Tōkyō ugly. If you consider that summer is also far less hot than the capital’s thanks to the sea, as a location Kamakura has few rivals.


    I soon discovered the Minamoto, and the tragedies, unsolved mysteries and other surprises Kamakura had in store. I started feeling like an explorer in a mysterious country that became more interesting by the day.


    History doesn’t mean much if you cannot connect it somehow to your daily life. In the case of the Kamakura shogunate, all I had to do to see the places where unimaginable events had taken place was jump on my bicycle and go. This I did often, crisscrossing the town from the Asahina Pass to Enoshima.


    Minamoto no Yoritomo, his younger brother Yoshitsune, Ashikaga Takauji, Tokugawa Ieyasu, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, and almost every other celebrity in Japanese history was here and left some trace of himself, You can easily imagine Nitta Yoshisada and his men bivouacking at Inamuragasaki the night before he, at last, suddenly took the town, and see for yourself the reasons for the mystery that surrounds how exactly he did it.


			
    		[image: kamakura3] 

			


    Tokugawa Mitsukuni was here and liked the place enough to write its first guidebook, the Shinpen Kamakurashi. You may not have heard of this work, but it has surely influenced whatever you know of Kamakura.


    The myths define even what locals define as Kamakura. Zushi, just 3 kilometers away, is not felt to be part of it even though it was part of the town’s system of fortifications. Enoshima, almost 10 km away, is inseparable from the shogunate.


    Many of the events that define Kamakura in Japan’s collective imagination—including the saga of the Minamoto itself—are not historical facts. Historians even question the existence of Yoritomo’s younger brother.


    Does it matter? Is it important that much of what we love about Kamakura, including the Minamoto tragedy, came from someone’s desire to believe what in fact didn’t happen? No. These stories will resonate through time because, if not literally true, they do portray the human condition with universal words.
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    Why I like obscure stuff like religion in Japan


    What changed everything was Wikipedia. I remember vividly how it began because it was such an important moment for me. I was reading a Wikipedia article when I saw a typo. At the time I would never have dared contributing articles, but I thought I could surely fix a simple mistake, so I opened an account. As a user name I chose Urashima Tarō. I like the legend of Urashima Tarō, even though I often ask myself why he was so badly rewarded for an act of kindness, and of course I am a little bit like him myself.


    Wikipedia contributors, understandably, write not what is necessary, but what they like. This means that, while the article about ninja is well developed, that about kegare (defilement) is not. Some articles, for example Shintō, are overcrowded with editors that fight each other for the privilege of putting words on paper, while others like Shintō shrine are abandoned even if they are closely related. There were therefore huge, important holes everywhere, and one of the biggest was the Kamakura article.


    It was no more than two pages long, had broken links, and was unquestionably inadequate, so I figured anything I could do to it would be an improvement. I bought a guide book and started reading. I worked on the article Kamakura almost every day for three months, making it into basically what it is now. Since I finished it many have made minor changes on it, but it still is 80% what I wrote. I wanted to make as complete an article as possible, and the result is almost 7000 words, all copiously documented.


    On the way, I also wrote or greatly expanded a series of articles, 57 altogether, that did not exist but that I needed to link to the Kamakura one: Kita-Kamakura, Kenchōji, Kugyō, Kamakura Gozan, Shintō shrine, Namerigawa, Tsurugaoka Hachimangū, Enoshima and so on.


    That’s how I discovered the saga of Yoritomo, the tragedy of Yoshitsune, and the unsolved mysteries and the surprises my town had in store. History doesn’t mean much if you cannot connect it somehow to you daily life, but in the case of the Kamakura shogunate all I had to do to see the very place where events of biblical proportions had taken place was jumping on my bicycle.


    I felt like an explorer in a mysterious country that became more interesting every day. I started buying books about Kamakura (I have dozens now), specialized dictionaries and more. I wrote about Japanese Buddhism, Shinto, Japanese architecture and Japanese history, but always with Kamakura at the center, and always using the best sources I could find.


    Spending evenings working on Wikipedia became quickly a habit, partly because my wife monopolizes the TV and watches stuff I don’t like, partly because I was getting hooked.


    I started attending festivals and taking photos to document the articles I was writing, and that’s when the idea for the guide book hit.


    The image I had formed of Japan reading the essays of specialists like Kuroda Toshio was very different and often the opposite of what common knowledge was, but it seemed to explain facts much better. I had the photos, the material, the knowledge of the town. Why not try? So I did.


  Chapter Two - The Courses


  
    [image: Image] 

    “This is the chapter you will read while preparing for and during a visit to Kamakura.”

  


  The 28 Points of Interest.


  Color codes: Course One, blue; Course Two, red; Course Three, yellow; Course Four, orange; Course Five, gray


  The 28 points of interest in this book are divided into five walks, or courses as they call them here in Japan. Making them worthwhile and of the same length at the same time turned out to be impossible. The longest in kilometers is Course Five (gray), followed by Course Three. Course One is probably too long and can safely be divided in two. The first half would include Tōkeiji, Jōchiji, Engakuji and Meigetsuin, the second Chōjuji, Kenchōji, Tsurugaoka Hachimangū and Wakamiya Oji.


  Course One—The Zen Temples of Kita-Kamakura


  This course introduces Yamanouchi, where some of the oldest Zen temples of Japan are found.


  Course Two—The Hidden Village and the Great Buddha


  This course requires a little bit of hiking, but is well worth the extra effort. It introduces two truly unusual shrines bound together by a strange common history.


  Course Three—The Nichiren Temples


  This course visits the most important temples of the Nichiren school, plus the magnificent Kōmyōji and Wakaejima, Kamakura’s old harbor.


  Course Four—The Kanazawa Road


  This is the only course that requires the use of buses. The three jewels it offers are Zuisenji, Hōkokuji and the Asahina Pass.


  Course Five—Enoshima and The Pacific Ocean


  If the weather is good, rent a bike and visit Enoshima. A very enjoyable course if you don’t mind some physical exercise.


  In each of the next five sections I will describe one course step by step, adding links where appropriate.

Course One - The Zen Temples Of Kita-Kamakura

Course One on Google Maps

Route

Kita-Kamakura Station — Tōkeiji — Jōchiji —
Engakuji — Meigetsuin — Chōjuji — Kenchōji — Tsurugaoka Hachimangū
— Wakamiya Ōji — Kamakura Station

Why do we begin in Kita-Kamakura rather than in
Kamakura itself? Because it is in Kita-Kamakura that the immensely
influential Rinzai school of Zen grew, and three of the Kamakura
Gozan are within walking distance of the station.

In the West, Zen’s image is one of asceticism and
spiritual pursuit, but as an institution Zen was and is far from
austere or abstemious. In particular, the Rinzai School which
dominates Kamakura was from its beginning the religion of the
powerful and wealthy, a vast organization having its base in huge
and costly temples.

In the 13th century, the regents (shikken) opened
temples of the Chinese Zen (Chan) school of Buddhism in Yamanouchi,
today popularly known as Kita-Kamakura. The original idea was to
promote Zen in Japan, but the government q [...]
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